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Find the Right 
College for You!for You!for Y

Yikes! Between all the unsolicited 
mail you’re getting from NoIdea 
U., college fairs, and everyone you 
know off ering their opinions, how 
do you fi gure out which school 
would be best for you? Here are 

some handy-dandy guidelines to follow to avoid 
common pitfalls and make the right decision.

Where to go?
You should spend time thinking about the “must-haves” of a college. For some, 
location is an important 
factor. For others, size 
(big or small) defi nitely 
matters. Does the school 
have a strong athletics 
program? Are students 
very intellectual? Or 
are you interested in a 
school’s drama or art 
department? Diff erent 
students have diff erent 
needs and interests. Find 
out which schools are a 
potential fi t for you.

Check that price 
again
A state school, at fi rst glance, may seem a fraction of the cost of a private college 
or university. But do students at state schools generally graduate in four years? 
As a rule, not many do. Check that state school’s four-year graduation rate before 
choosing it over a private school for cost reasons.

continued on page 2

Virginia Tech - Burruss Hall, Blacksburg, VA
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Find the Right College for You! (continued from page 1)

Talk to alumni from your high school
Or contact someone from your high school who’s 
currently attending a particular college or university. 
Asking just any student at a college their opinion of the 
school can be helpful, but doesn’t off er the same insight 
as someone who comes from a similar background as 
you.

Stats worth noting
While rankings can vary widely, and don’t necessarily give 
you relevant information, you should fi nd out a school’s 
freshman year retention rate (it should be 93 percent or 
better) and the alumni giving rate (which should be 
around 60 percent). These both refl ect how students 
feel about the school—whether they like it enough to 
stay, and whether they remember it fondly enough to 
give money back in the future. If you’re applying for 
fi nancial aid, defi nitely check the average percentage of 
demonstrated need met—this number is much more 
telling than just fi nding out the dollar amount of the 
average aid package.

Scoping the digs
Maybe you think you have no time to visit prospective 
campuses. But then don’t come blaming us when you 
wind up living in a dorm with roaches the size of rats, and 
rats the size of...well, you get the idea. This is where you 
will be living for at least four years. Is the food edible? 
Does the school guarantee housing? How are the dorms? 
Are the bathrooms clean? If you don’t think you’d be 
able to live there, you probably shouldn’t try. This is why 
campus visits are so important. 

While you’re there, fi nd out how wired your prospective 
campus is. This goes beyond the number of computers 
in the school’s computer lab. Is there a T1 connection 
in all dorm rooms? Is there a computer required for 
undergrads? (This adds to the price tag too!) 

Don’t forget to ask an admissions offi  cer, or a 
knowledgeable guide, about other comparable colleges. 
You should ask something along the lines of “What other 
colleges would I be interested in?” It’s probably not 
something to bring up at an admissions interview, but 
on a standard campus visit, it’s a good way to gauge how 
this college sees itself (or would like to be seen), as well as 
another way to expand your list of target schools.

Source: Kaplan Test Prep and Admissions,s,s  Find a College, How to Evaluate Schools.

Websites with links to 
Universities and Colleges

For Virginia schools:
www.colleges.virginia.cc

For schools listed by state:
www.utexas.edu/world/univ/state

Both of these sites have links to colleges 
and universities in the United States.

University of Virginia, Charlottesville, VA
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Better Budgeting for 
College Students
Many college students have little or no 
experience handling money and fi nd the 
prospect of sticking to a budget more 
daunting than a year of calculus because the 
numbers never pencil out.  It’s not too late to 
give your student “the talk” about money.

“Parents don’t want to deprive their students, but need to set the stage for open, frank 
communication about money,” says June Walbert, a certifi ed fi nancial planner at USAA 
Financial Planning Services in San Antonio. “I encourage parents to let kids know that 
college wasn’t so long ago for them, and they understand the challenges.”  Walbert urges 
parents to start with the basics when drafting a budget.
Have your student sharpen a pencil and write down 
the monthly cost of tuition and fees, books, room and 
board, utilities, food, public transportation, personal car, 
entertainment and extra-curricular 
activities.  Cut the expenses as fi ne 
as possible to give your student an 
accurate picture of the monthly costs 
of attending college.  For example, 
transportation might include 
the car payment, gas, insurance, 
maintenance and parking. If your 
student doesn’t have a car, include 
public transportation fares. Personal 
care could include such things as 
haircuts, shaving cream, razor blades, 
toothpaste or makeup. And don’t 
forget clothes. Entertainment includes 
all of the undergraduate diversions—
eating out, movies, sporting events, 
concerts and music downloads. Extra-
curricular activities might include 
intramural sports, special interest clubs 
and school-related trips. Don’t forget 
newspapers and magazines.

Next, determine the source of the funds needed to 
cover monthly expenses. Chart the amount from various 
sources, such as parents, scholarships, grants, student 
savings and on-campus work. If you’re short each month, 
ask two basic questions: Where does the needed money 
come from? And, what spending cuts can be made?

It’s a good idea to have your student use a portion of 
summer earnings for tuition and books. This underscores 
the cost of a four-year degree and gives the kid a stake 

in completing the coursework. If 
your student works part-time during 
school, discuss how the money will 
be split between school expenses 
and fun. 

Think about the type of bank 
account your student will have at 
school. Joint accounts are a good 
way to monitor spending and to 
make sure bills are paid on time.

Walbert urges parents to think about 
who will pay the monthly bills. 
Many students will make mistakes in 
handling money, but you want the 
mistakes to be small.  If your student 
has little or no experience handling 
money, it might be wise for the 
parents to write the rent and tuition 
checks. If your student handles 
money well, it still might be smart 

to deposit the tuition and rent money in your student’s 
account a few days before it will be needed.

Credit cards can teach students fi nancial discipline 
and help build a good credit rating that will become 
important after graduation, when a car and, later, a house 
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Better Budgeting for College Students (continued from page 3)

become important. But play it safe: Put a low limit on the 
card. Talk to the bank and make sure that the credit limit 
isn’t automatically increased if the bills are paid on time. 
Be certain your student understands the importance of 
paying on time to avoid the 20% fi nance charge. Talk to 
the bank about boosting the limit each year—perhaps 
starting at $500 and increasing to $1,500 or $2,000 by 
senior year.  A debit card is a good choice for fi nancially 
disciplined students. For those who haven’t quite 
made the connection between a purchase and a falling 
balance, envelopes stuff ed with cash and labeled “rent,” 
“books” and “entertainment” are a good way to break 
down spending.  A prepaid spending card is a safe and 
convenient way to handle money. Parents can track their 
student’s spending and replenish the card online.

It’s never too late to discuss fi nancial basics and draft 
a budget with your student. “A college education is an 
investment in a kid’s future,” Walbert says. “Parents have 
a right to review their investment quarterly or at the end 
of each semester.”

Here are a few key moves to get you and 
your student started on the road to being 
fi scally fi t: 

-- Parents should work with their student to determine 
how much money will be needed to cover four years of 
college. The College Board says about $45,000 is needed 
at a public university and about $110,000 for a private 
institution.

-- If your student is still young, consider long-term plans, 
such as a 529 College Savings Plan and the Coverdell 
Educational Savings Account. Look into scholarships, 
grants and student loans.

-- Teach your student the diff erence between needs and 
wants. Your kid needs money for books and lab fees but 
wants to take a ski trip. Any kid who understands this 
basic distinction is light years ahead of most students—
and many adults. 

-- Your homeowner’s policy may cover your student’s 
belongings at the dorm. Check to be sure, and plug any 
gaps as needed. Talk to the campus police about tagging 
your student’s laptop computer—and teach your 
student the basics about guarding against theft.

-- Some students graduate with crushing debt. Planning 
can avoid over-reliance on loans, but don’t be afraid to 

take on some debt. Think of it as an investment in your 
student’s future. The key is getting the right mix of loans, 
grants, scholarships and cash on the barrelhead from 
summer jobs. 

-- When discussing fi nances with your student, 
remember that you’re the one with experience and 
wisdom—share it with your student. Make it clear that 
your student can always ask questions and mistakes 
are forgiven, as long as they’re honest goofs and not 
repeated.

Source: Scott Reeves, Forbes Magazine (www.Forbes.com)
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Teens’ Top College Fears and 
How to Conquer Them

As though you don’t have enough to worry about: 
school, looks, friends, money.  Now there’s college!  
Here are some common college worries and some 
advice on how to deal with them:

I have only have a B average. I’m scared I won’t 
get into a good college.
Fact is, thousands of really good colleges welcome B 
students. This may be hard to believe, but according 
to the U.S. Deptartment of Education, “Four of fi ve 
college seats are non-selective. Any warm body who 
just takes the admission test can get in.” Seek out the 
good professors, get involved in extracurriculars, 
and develop one-on-one relationships with great 
professors and students who bring out the best in 
you—you’ll be fi ne. Really.

I have a C average!
There are good colleges that specialize in C students,
and plenty of C students have gone on to achieve 
great things—David Letterman comes to mind.  But, 
assuming you’ve been trying reasonably hard at 
school and still have a 2.5, or lower, GPA in academic 
subjects, maybe you should consider a path to subjects, maybe you should consider a path to 
success other than college. Ever think about an 
apprenticeship, for example, to become a surveyor 
or a costume designer? For information on your 
state’s apprenticeships, go to www.nastad.net and 
click on “links.” If the apprenticeship information 
isn’t there, just google that site using the term 
“apprenticeships.” How about learning how to 
run your own business? The U.S. Small Business 
Administration off ers tons of free information and 
programs. Just go to www.sba.gov. 

I’m freaked out about the SAT (or ACT).
Your school grades count much more than the SAT 
or ACT.  Remember that four of fi ve college seats are 
open to virtually anyone. If, however, your SAT score 
is less than 900, or ACT is 17 or less, you might want 
to reconsider your options because fewer than 25% 
of students with those test scores ever make it to 
college graduation.  

How should you prepare for the SAT or ACT? College 
Board research indicates that taking a prep course 
adds only, on average, 25 to 32 points. Retaking 
it is unlikely to aff ect which college you end up 
attending, let alone improve your life.  Suggestion—
for a few weeks before the test, spend 20 minutes 
a night with the Inside the SAT/ACT CD; and then, Inside the SAT/ACT CD; and then, Inside the SAT/ACT
unless you totally freak during the test, live with 
your score. 

I can’t make myself get started on my college 
applications.
Are you afraid your application won’t be impressive? 
For 95 percent of colleges, you needn’t be a star to 
get in. Really B- grades, 1000 SAT scores (21 ACT), 
and, if required, a decent essay will get you into  
many good colleges, even if you don’t have great 
extracurriculars. Just keep reminding yourself how 
great it will feel to get your applications done and 
to get those fat acceptance envelopes. That’s not 
motivating enough? I’m sure that if you ask your 
parents (and even if you don’t), they’ll be glad to 
keep nagging you. Maybe you can even get them to 
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agree that if you get your applications done by the 
deadline, they’ll get you a car…or something.  But 
why not just sit down and start. Chances are, once 
you start, you’ll keep going. If you get stuck, ask your 
parent or friend for a little help.

I can’t think of a topic for my college essay.
Most essay questions boil down to “How will you 
contribute more to the campus community than 
other applicants with similar grades and SAT scores?” 
You ask,”How can plain ol’ me contribute to the 
campus community?”  What’s something about you
that would contribute to the campus community? 
Many if not most college essay questions will allow 
you to write about that. Be sure to devote most of 
your essay to giving examples and anecdotes that 
prove you have that desirable characteristic. Avoid 
the Deadly Three Topics. So many students write 
about these topics that they make many admission 
offi  cers roll their eyes: 1. How important my parents 
have been to me. 2. How sports taught me the 
importance of sportsmanship and leadership. 
3. How my trip to another country helped me 
appreciate diversity.

I worry that my parents can’t aff ord to pay for 
college.
Don’t let the college’s sticker price fool you. Most 
colleges jack up the sticker price so only the rich can 
aff ord it, and then off er discounts and low-interest 
loans to everyone else. Sure, you’ll probably have 
to take out a hefty loan, but nearly all students can 

fi nd a good college that—with fi nancial aid—is 
aff ordable. Just get your fi nancial aid applications in 
on time. (Check on each college’s website to learn 
their deadlines.) If, even with fi nancial aid, your family 
can’t aff ord your fi rst-choice college, try to negotiate 
with the college. They sometimes “fi nd” extra aid, 
even for average students. Don’t forget about 
community colleges. Not only are they a bargain, 
they often have better teachers than at universities 
because they’re hired and promoted mainly on how 
well they teach, not how much research they crank 
out.

I worry that college will be too hard.
If a college admits you, it believes that, if you put in 
the eff ort, you’ll succeed there. Also know that, in 
some ways, college is easier than high school. For 
example, if you hate foreign language, in high school, 
you’re stuck. It’s required. But at most colleges, you’re 
given enough choice that you can usually avoid a 
dreaded subject. Plus, if you’re falling behind in a 
course, professors have offi  ce hours to help you, 
and in common killer courses such as calculus, there 
usually are free or low-cost tutors. The main reason 
kids fail at college is not that it’s too hard. It’s that 
they didn’t put in the time. Do that and I’ll bet you’ll 
do fi ne!!

Source:  Marty Nemko, www.martynemko.com/articles, 
Education & Training; “CosmoGirl Guide to College (abridged).”

Education costs money, 
but then so does 
ignorance.

                       — Sir Moser Claus

Teen’s Top College Fears and How to Conquer Them (continued from page 5)
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To orderTo orderT  materials, please in di cate the 
number of items requested on the line 
to the left of the product name and mail 
or fax to:  

Virginia Employment Com mis sion  
LMDA, Room 213

P.O. Box 1358
Richmond, VA 23218-1358
Telephone (804) 786-8223

Fax (804) 371-0412

For large orders, please make sure that the 
address you list is for a physical lo ca tion (not 
a P.O. box) and that you in clude the name 
of a contact person.

Please feel free to make copies of this or der 
form.

THE FORUM is a quarterly 
newsletter of the Virginia Employ ment 
Commission. It is produced and dis-
tributed by the Virginia Employment 
Commission in Richmond. Articles 
a re  p re p a re d  by  M a r i l y n  B a k e r, 
Program Support Technician Senior. 
Layout, graphics and design by Linda Layout, graphics and design by Linda 
Simmons. 

The The T Virginia Employment Commission
is an equal opportunity em ploy er/pro-
gram. Auxiliary aids and ser vic es are 
available upon request to in di vid u als 
with disabilities. Editorial comments, 
change of  address  in  for  ma t ion, 
and publication requests should 
be sent to:

Don Lillywhite, Director
Economic Information Ser vic es

Virginia Employment Commission
P.O. Box 1358

Richmond, VA 23218-1358
Telephone (804) 786-8223 or

marilyn.baker@vec.virginia.gov

Products Order Form
Quantity
_____ Bookmark—the high school graduate versus the high school dropout
_____ Industry and Occupational Employment Projections: 

Statewide and Workforce Investment Areas (WIA) 2002–2012*

_____ Job Interview Pocket Résumé—small tri-fold résumé that fits in a wallet 
or pocket

_____ Virginia’s Mid-Atlantic Guide to Information on Careers (MAGIC)—
contains information on job training, education, job-seeking, and careers
Minimal fee charged for orders outside Virginia. Contact us for details.

_____ Virginia Business Resource Directory—how to start your own business
_____ hard copy 
_____ CD-ROM

_____ Virginia Job Outlook—top occupations, growth rate, and annual average 
salaries by educational attainment

_____ Virginia Labor Market Information Directory*—listing and 
de scrip tion of VEC publications, products, special services, and data 
delivery systems
Display posters
_____ Skills Needed for Success in the Workplace—24˝ × 18˝
_____ Visualize - Starting Your Own Business—24˝ × 18˝
_____ Interview Tips—18˝ × 24˝
One-page information sheets—camera-ready version to print multiple 
copies. Check desired information sheet.
_____ Eight Keys to Employability
_____ Fastest-Growing Occupations, U.S. Data
_____ Sample Application Form
_____ Ten Most-Wanted Skills
_____ Education Pays . . . 

 Occupational Wage Data Report: 2005*
United States 

  Statewide, Virginia
 Local Workforce Investment Areas
 Virginia Metropolitan Wage Data (MSAs)

Occupational Employment Statistical Regions                                  
               Planning Districts

* Reference materials only.
‡ Access VELMA: velma.virtuallmi.com.

 Name_____________________________________________________________

 Organization_____________________________________________________________

 Address  ____________________________________________________________

 City _______________ City _______________ City State ______Zip __________Telephone (____) ________

 E-mail address ____________________________________________________________

Is this order for a scheduled event? ☐ Yes ☐ No If yes, date needed by:  _____________
(Please allow 5 (Please allow 5 ( – 7 business days for delivery)

Shipping Charge (VEC Staff Only)Shipping Charge (VEC Staff Only)Ship

Cost Center Project Code Function Code

These products are available at no charge, except where noted. 

Also on

website

Also on 

VELMA
‡

Also on

website

Also on

website

Available only 

on VELMA
‡

Financial 
Assistance...
To fi nd information on fi nancial 
assistance that may be available 
to you, please log on to http://
velma.virtuallmi.com/fi nancial/
fi nanciallinks.asp?mode=trainfi n.  
This site provides information on 
Sallie Mae college planning, student 
fi nancial assistance, direct loan-
fi nancial aid, paying for school, 
federal pell grants, scholarships, and 
other types of aid.  

*Temporarily Out of Stock

*
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